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57 ABSTRACT 

A transmission system for sub-networks having different 
transmission protocols. Control codes which are assigned to 
a message in a source sub-network are converted at the 
transition with a first intermediate sub-network, into refer 
ence codes which are compatible with a reference protocol 
(“meta protocol"). Subsequently, control codes are assigned 
both to the message and to its reference codes, which control 
codes are compatible with the protocol in the first interme 
diate sub-network. At each subsequent sub-network 
transition, control codes are always assigned to both the 
message and to the reference codes, which control codes are 
compatible with the local protocol of the subsequent inter 
mediate sub-network ("tunnelling'). At the interface of the 
last intermediate sub-network and the destination sub 
network, after removing the local control codes, the refer 
ence codes are converted into control codes which are 
compatible with the local protocol of the destination sub 
network. In this manner "tunnelling" is possible with dif 
ferent protocols in source and destination sub-network. In 
this context, the number of translation modules is restricted. 

6 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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SYSTEM FORTRANSFERRING MESSAGES 
WA DIFFERENT SUB-NETWORKS BY 
CONVERTING CONTROL CODES INTO 

REFERENCE CODE COMPATBLE WITH A 
REFERENCE PROTOCOLAND 

ENCAPSULATING THE CODE WITH THE 
MESSAGE 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

... Field of the Invention 
The invention relates to a system for transmitting elec 

tronic messages via a network comprising various sub 
networks which each use their own transmission protocol. 

2. Prior-art 
Messages are transferred through networks (LANs, 

WANs) under the control of transmission protocols (IP. 
ATM. DQDB. TokenRing, Ethernet) and transmission codes 
(Headers/Trailers, Protocol Control Information, Protocol 
Data Units. Service Primitives, Service Data Units) com 
patible therewith. 
When messages have to be transferred through a network 

which consists of sub-networks having different protocols, it 
is possible to translate the transmission codes at the inter 
faces of said sub-networks. ATM transmission codes are for 
example translated into DQDB codes. As protocols can 
differ from each other to a considerable extent, problems can 
arise while translating. In this context, it can be imagined 
that the protocol of a sub-network through which a message 
is transferred has the obligation of indicating a priority code. 
If the protocol of the sub-network to which the message had 
originally been presented does not know a priority code, at 
the interface of both sub-networks the problem arises which 
value has to be taken as a priority code. 

In a network with many sub-networks having mutually 
different protocols, many translation steps are needed. When 
a network comprises n sub-networks having (in an extreme 
case) in different protocols and all those sub-networks have 
to be able to transfer messages directly from and to each 
other (full connectivity), each sub-network has to be able to 
carry out translations into other n-1 protocols and vice versa, 
as a result of which 2*(n-1) translation modules are needed 
for each sub-network. In all, the network must therefore 
comprise 2n(n-1) translation modules (of which n(n-1) 
differ). With large (for example international) networks 
translating protocols, especially manufacturing and main 
taining translation modules, in a reliable manner requires 
substantial efforts. 

In order to restrict the number of translation modules as 
much as possible, so-called meta-protocols or reference 
protocols can be used. In this context, when translating from 
a protocol A into a protocol B, protocol A is first translated 
into a reference protocol R and after that from the reference 
protocol R into protocol B. It is of advantage that two 
translation modules for each sub-network will suffice, viz. 
from the local sub-network protocol into the reference 
protocol and vice versa. With n different protocols on the 
whole 2*n (different) translation modules are needed in the 
network. It can be disadvantageous that the number of 
translation steps doubles, which increases the translation 
time and the error probability. On the other hand, however, 
the use of a reference protocol can reduce the error prob 
ability if a reference protocol is used which has been 
especially constructed for translating varying protocols (the 
reference protocol preferably has the characteristic of a 
specification language and needs not be suited for actual 
transmission control). 
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2 
If the protocols are mutual compatible in the sub 

networks where the message is presented and in the sub 
network where the message has its final destination (which 
is called symmetric interworking) it is also possible (in stead 
of translating the transmission codes at the sub-network 
interfaces) to encapsulate, at the interface between the 
source sub-network and the first intermediate sub-network, 
the message with its original transmission codes into trans 
mission codes which are compatible with the protocols in 
said intermediate sub-networks. This technique is known as 
"encapsulation" or "tunnelling". At the interface between 
the last intermediate sub-network and the destination sub 
network the message, including its original transmission 
codes, is "wrapped out” of the intermediate transmission 
codes. Within the destination sub-network the original trans 
mission codes can be used, as the protocols of the source and 
destination sub-network are compatible. This technique has 
the advantage (with regard to translating transmission codes) 
that no translation errors can arise and no translation mod 
ules have to be managed, However, this is on the condition 
that the protocols of the source and destination sub-networks 
are compatible. A further disadvantage can be the larger 
overhead. 

Also, if the protocols of the source and destination sub 
network are not compatible (asymmetric interworking) in 
the intermediate sub-networks tunnelling can be used; a 
translation step, however, will always be necessary. Said 
translation step will occur at the destination side, as the 
protocol at the destination side will not be known at the 
source side. In case of total connectivity in meshed 
networks, as a matter of fact each sub-network has to be 
provided with the translation modules from all the transmis 
sion protocols into its own protocol (as each sub-network 
can be a destination sub-network). 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The invention is based on the understanding that with 
tunnelling in an asymmetric interworking situation a number 
of advantages can be attained by using a reference protocol. 
With tunnelling in an asymmetric situation it cannot be 
avoided to carry out a translation step, as a result of which, 
in case of total connectivity, each sub-network has to be 
provided with the translation modules from all the non-local 
protocols into the local protocol. However... with translating 
via two sub-translation actions, said sub-translation actions 
can advantageously be distributed over the source side and 
the destination side of the connection, via a reference 
protocol. 

Regardless of the local protocol of the destination sub 
network, at the source side a translation is carried out from 
the local source protocol into the reference protocol (the 
source sub-networkin this context does not need to know the 
protocol of the destination sub-network). At the destination 
side, a translation is carried out from the reference protocol 
into the local protocol of the destination sub-network. In 
each intermediate sub-network, the message to be trans 
ferred and the accompanying transmission codes, which are 
compatible with the reference protocol, are transported, 
encapsulated in the local transmission codes. By 
distributing, in accordance with the invention, both transla 
tion actions over the source and destination sub-network (if 
each sub-network has to be suitable to act as a source or 
destination sub-network); it will be sufficient when each 
sub-network translation modules from the own protocol into 
the reference protocol and vice versa. 

Furthermore, with the invention the responsibilities of the 
sub-networks become more clear: local traffic is transferred 
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under the control of the local protocol; transit traffic is 
transferred unchanged by means of tunnelling; locally gen 
erated traffic intended for another sub-network is transferred 
by means of translating the control information into refer 
ence protocol format and is transferred further as transit 
traffic; and the control information (always in reference 
protocol format) of traffic originating from another sub 
network and intended for the local sub-network is translated 
into the format of the local protocol and transferred further 
while using the local protocol. Translation steps are there 
fore only carried out at the source and destination sub 
network; the intermediate sub-networks (transit sub 
networks) transfer the messages, including their original 
control code, in a transparent manner and without manipu 
lating the contents. 
A further advantage of the invention is that tunnelling 

transit traffic becomes simpler, as only transmission infor 
mation in reference protocol format has to be accounted for. 
The invention also results in an improved modularity, as in 
no single sub-network the characteristics (protocols, headers 
f trailers, etc) of other sub-networks have to be accounted for 
in any shape or form. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWENGS 

In FIG. 1 a network with a number of sub-networks is 
shown, in which a message is transferred by translating the 
transmission codes at the interfaces of the sub-networks. 

In FIG. 2 a network is shown in which a message is 
transferred by translating the transmission codes at the 
interfaces via a reference protocol. 

In FIG. 3 a network with a number of sub-networks is 
shown, with a message being transferred by means of 
tunneling. In FIG. 3a one message packet in the various 
sub-networks is diagrammatically shown. 

In FIG. 4 a network with sub-networks is shown, in which 
a message is transferred in the manner proposed by the 
invention. In FIG. 4a one message packet with the trans 
mission codes in the various sub-networks is diagrammati 
cally shown. 

DETALED DESCRIPTION 

FIG. 1 shows a terminal 1, which via sub-networks 2 . . 
. 6 transfers a message to a terminal 7. To this end the 
message is provided with control information which corre 
sponds with the control protocol within the (source) network 
2. In order to transfer the message to network3, the control 
information (in the following represented by a header (H) 
and a trailer (T) with control codes) is translated in a 
translation member 8 into control information which is 
compatible with the control protocol in sub-network 3; also. 
the original header and trailer are replaced by a new header 
and trailer. 

It has to be noted that the control information 
(transmission codes) of messages in some system are situ 
ated in the immediate vicinity of the messages to be routed 
(such as the headers and trailers in the present description of 
the figures); however, in other systems they can occur 
separated from said messages. Naturally the messages and 
their control information are mutually coupled in a logic or 
in a physical manner. 

In the present figures, the headers and trailers are indi 
cated by H and T with x indicating the sub-network. At the 
transitions to the subsequent sub-networks a similar trans 
lation step takes place as was described above. Via sub 
network 6 the message is finally offered to terminal 7. If the 
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4 
entire network, consisting of the sub-networks 2 . . . 6, is 
meshed fully and each sub-network 2 ... 6 must be capable 
of serving as a source, transit or destination sub-network. 
each translation member 8 . . . 11 must be provided with 
translation modules from its "own" protocol into the remain 
ing four protocols and vice versa, in all eight protocols per 
translation member. 

In FIG. 2, the headers and trailers (at each transition of 
one sub-network to the other) are always first translated into 
a header H and trailer T having a format which corre 
sponds with a reference protocol R, and then into a header 
and trailer which are compatible with the protocol which 
prevails in the new network. If the entire network, consisting 
of the sub-networks 2 . . . 6 is meshed entirely and each 
sub-network 2... 6 must be capable of serving as a source. 
transit or destination sub-network, each translation member 
12 . . . 19 must be provided with two translation modules, 
viz. for translating from its own protocol into the reference 
protocol R and vice versa. The number of translation mem 
bers 12 . . . 19 in this case is, however, twice as large as in 
the network of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 3 diagrammatically shows tunnelling a message 
through the network. A message. provided with a local 
header H and trailer T of sub-network2, is encapsulated in 
an encapsulation member by a header H and trailer T. 
suited for the protocol in sub-network 3. When leaving 
sub-network 3 the message with its original header H and 
trailer T is again decapsulated in decapsulation member 21 
by removing header H and trailer T. Then, in an encap 
sulation member 22, the message with its original header H. 
and trailer T are again encapsulated by a header H and a 
trailer T, which are compatible with the protocol in sub 
network 4, At the transition between sub-network 4 and 
sub-network 5 the same occurs in the members 23 and 24, 
while the message with its original header H. and trailer T. 
are again decapsulated, in member 25, and offered to sub 
network 6. A symmetric interworking situation is assumed, 
which means that the original header H and trailer T are 
also compatible with the protocol in sub-network 6. FIG.3a 
diagrammatically always shows one data packet of the 
message in the sub-networks 2 . . . 6. In this context, it will 
be noted that in the sub-networks 3, 4, and 5 the original 
header H is preceded by the headers H. H. and H 
respectively, and that the original trailer T is followed by 
the trailers T. T. and Ts respectively, which headers and 
trailers are compatible with the control protocols in the 
sub-networks 3, 4 and 5 respectively. 

In FIG. 4, a message of sub-network 2 is transferred to 
sub-network 6 in the manner in accordance with the 
invention, with the message being tunnelled as transit traffic 
through the networks 3. .. 5 and the headers and trailers of 
the messages being translated at the source side and desti 
nation side. It is noted that this method can both be used in 
symmetric and in asymmetric interworking situations. At the 
transition of the sub-networks 2 and 3, in a translation 
member 26, the header H and trailer T are translated into 
a header H and a trailer T in accordance with the format 
of a reference protocol ("R format"), after which the 
message, with its new header H and trailer T is encap 
sulated in a member 27 by a header H and a trailer T, which 
are compatible with the protocol of the sub-network 3. The 
message, with its header H and trailer T are tunnelled 
through the sub-networks 3, 4 and 5 and first decapsulated. 
in a decapsulation member 32, at the interface between the 
sub-networks 5 and 6. and subsequently translated from the 
R format into the format of the protocol in sub-network 6. 
FIG. 4a diagrammatically shows always one data packet in 
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the sub-networks 2 . . . 6. At the interface of the sub 
networks 2 and 3, the header and trailer are translated into 
a header and trailer in R format (HT), after which the 
message (DATA), with said header H and trailer T. is 
transferred through the sub-networks 3. .. 5 by means of 
tunnelling, with the headers H. H. and H and the trailers 
T.T., and T. respectively, being used for the transmission 
control. Finally, at the interface between the sub-networks 5 
and 6 the message and its header H and trailer T are 
unwrapped, after which said header H and trailer T are 
converted into a header H and trailer T which are com 
patible with the protocol in sub-network 6 and which take 
care of the control of the message through sub-network 6 to 
terminal 7. 

In case of total connectivity in a meshed network, all 
sub-networks will have to be capable of acting as a source, 
transit or destination sub-network; each sub-network then 
must have translation members and encapsulation/ 
decapsulation members at its disposal. For each translation 
member two translation modules will suffice, one from the 
local protocol into the reference protocol and one vice versa. 
Each encapsulation and decapsulation member only needs to 
be suitable for encapsulating and decapsulating messages 
which are provided with a header and a trailer in R format. 
With these features a large degree of uniformity has been 
attained, which results in simplicity, modularity and easy 
maintainbility, 

Finally, it is noted that a protocol can be used as a 
reference protocol, which has not necessarily been imple 
mented as a transmission protocol, but which especially has 
a reference function regarding protocols which already exist 
or have yet to be developed. On the other hand, in practice, 
it is also advantageous to use as a reference protocol the 
protocol which most often occurs in the route between 
source and destination, as a result of which the number of 
translation or encapsulation/decapsulation actions can 
remain restricted to a minimum. In practice, the IP protocol 
will often be used then as a reference protocol, because the 
protocols of many sub-networks are compatible with the IP 
protocol. 

I claim: 
1. A system for transmitting an electronic message via a 

network including various sub-networks which use their 
own transmission protocol, said message being provided by 
a source sub-network and source transmission codes relating 
to said message being generated for transmission with said 
message, which transmission codes are compatible with the 
transmission protocol of said source sub-network, after 
which the message is transferred to a destination sub 
network via various intermediate sub-networks, said system 
comprising: 

a first converter for converting said source transmission 
codes into reference codes which are compatible with 
a reference protocol, at an interface of the source 
sub-network and a first said intermediate sub-network; 

an encapsulation member in each intermediate sub 
network for encapsulating said message and said ref 
erence codes with intermediate transmission codes 
related to the transmission of said message and said 
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6 
reference codes through the respective intermediate 
sub-network, in the event that the reference codes are 
not compatible with the transmission protocol of said 
intermediate sub-network, in order to transfer the mes 
sage and reference codes in an encapsulated form 
through the intermediate sub-networks to a destination 
sub-network, said intermediate transmission codes 
being compatible with the transmission protocol of the 
respective intermediate sub-network; and 

a second converter for converting said reference codes 
into transmission codes which are compatible with the 
transmission protocol of the destination sub-network, 
after the message and the reference codes are trans 
ferred to the destination sub-network by the interme 
diate sub-networks. 

2. A system according to claim 1, wherein the reference 
protocol corresponds with one of the transmission protocols 
which are in force in the sub-networks. 

3. A system according to claim 1, wherein the reference 
protocol is formed by a formal protocol specification. 

4. A method for transmitting an electronic message via a 
network including various sub-networks which use their 
own transmission protocol, said message being provided by 
a source sub-network and source transmission codes relating 
to said message being generated for transmission with said 
message, which transmission codes are compatible with the 
transmission protocol of said source sub-network, after 
which the message is transferred to a destination sub 
network via various intermediate sub-networks, said method 
comprising the steps of: 

converting said source transmission codes into reference 
codes which are compatible with a reference protocol, 
at an interface of the source sub-network and a first said 
intermediate sub-network; 

encapsulating said message and said reference codes in 
each intermediate sub-network with intermediate trans 
mission codes related to the transmission of said mes 
sage and said reference codes through the respective 
intermediate sub-network, in the event that the refer 
ence codes are not compatible with the transmission 
protocol of said intermediate sub-network, said inter 
mediate transmission codes being compatible with the 
transmission protocol of the respective intermediate 
sub-network, 

transferring the message and reference codes in the encap 
sulated form through the intermediate sub-networks to 
a destination sub-network; and 

converting said reference codes into transmission codes 
which are compatible with the transmission protocol of 
the destination sub-network, after the message and the 
reference codes are transferred to the destination sub 
network by the intermediate sub-networks. 

5. A method according to claim 4, wherein the reference 
protocol corresponds with one of the transmission protocols 
which are in force in the sub-networks. 

6. A system according to claim 4, wherein the reference 
protocol is formed by a formal protocol specification. 
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